Purpose -This study investigates the impact of such contingency factors as top management support, business vision, and external expertise, on the one hand, and ERP system success, on the other. Design/methodology/approach -A conceptual model was developed and relevant hypotheses formulated. Surveys were conducted in two Northern European countries and a structural equation modeling technique was used to analyze the data. Originality/value -It is argued that ERP systems are different from other IT implementations; as such, there is a need to provide insights as to how the aforementioned factors play out in the context of ERP system success evaluations for adopting organizations. As was predicted, the results showed that the three contingency factors positively influence ERP system success. More importantly, the relative importance of quality external expertise over the other two factors for ERP initiatives was underscored. The implications of the findings for both practitioners and researchers are discussed.
Introduction
An Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system is a standardized off-the-shelf information technology (IT) package providing the first real opportunity for modern organizations to integrate their business processes and functions (Klaus et al., 2000; Davenport, 2000) . This software is diffusing worldwide among organizations with a desire to replace aging legacy systems, improve inter-and intra-operational efficiency, gain strategic advantage, etc. (Davenport, 1998; Ifinedo, 2006a) . Accordingly, most current discussions of the software in the trade press and information systems (IS) domain tend to focus on their implementation and adoption (e.g., Ifinedo, 2006b) . Only a few have investigated the impact of contingency factors on ERP system success (e.g., Sedera et al., 2003; Wang and Chen, 2006) . Perhaps in acknowledgment of the imbalance in the ERP literature, some researchers (e.g., Al-Mashari, 2003; Ifinedo, 2006b) have called for more studies to be extended to other aspects of ERP.
A wide range of contingency factors that positively influence the success of IT systems has been identified (see e.g., Ein-Dor and Segev, 1978; Thong et al., 1996; Bajwa et al., 1998) . These factors include organization's size, organizational culture, structure, internal IT support, top management support, and external expertise (quality vendor/consultant), among others. While previous research has provided information regarding the effects of some of these contingency factors on IT projects success, it is reasonable to caution against generalizing findings and conclusions to all contexts. Top management support and engagement of quality vendors and consultants are among the most widely cited positive influences in the success of newly diffusing IT systems (Attewell, 1992; Bajwa et al., 1998; Wang and Chen, 2006) . Studies focusing on the interplay between some of the aforementioned factors and ERP success are rare. To that end, this research is designed to enlighten us regarding three contingency factors, i.e., top management support, business vision, and external expertise impact on the success or effectiveness of acquired ERP systems. These factors were chosen for two reasons: a) their critical relevance for ERP initiatives (e.g., Davenport, 2000; Ifinedo, 2006b; Wang and Chen, 2006) , and b) for illustration purposes. In addition, the study of the literature indicates that no prior research effort has modeled all the factors or constructs in one study, hence their consideration for this study.
Why would the findings from other studies that have investigated the impact of similar contingency factors on IT success or effectiveness not be considered sufficient for ERP systems? This is because ERP are different from other IT systems (see Davenport, 2000; Klaus et al., 2000; Markus and Tanis, 2000) as their implementations often include constructed technological, operational, managerial, strategic, and organizational components (Markus and Tanis, 2000, Stefanou, 2001; Yu, 2005) . By the same token, it has been observed that approaches used in the implementations of traditional IT packages may not be adequate for ERP systems (see Martin, 1998; Davenport, 1998; . For example, organizations adopting ERP often have to commit considerable amounts of resources (e.g., time and money) to the implementation process and need to be aware of the salient organizational changes that usually accompany ERP acquisitions (Davenport, 2000; Krumbholz and Maiden, 2001) . It goes without saying that support from top management is considered crucial during any ERP initiative (Davenport, 1998; Somers and Nelson, 2004) . Furthermore, it is important for organizations adopting enterprise systems, including ERP to be explicitly clear about how the acquired system leverages organizational objectives and goals. Where such concerns have not been properly articulated and addressed, the outcome has been failed ERP projects (Deloitte Consulting, 2000) . In the same vein, the complex nature of ERP systems makes it imperative for adopting organizations to depend on external mediating entities, i.e., vendors and consultants, to help them bridge the knowledge and technical gaps associated with implementing the software (Markus and Tanis 2000; Davenport, 2000; Westrup and Knight, 2007) . In brief, this research acknowledges the relevance or appropriateness of the foregoing discussion for other IT systems; nevertheless, it is argued here that the issues would have more serious ramifications in the context of ERP systems (see Yu, 2005) . Moreover, no empiric studies exist in the literature in which the impact of the selected contingency factors vis-à-vis ERP systems have been discussed, and the present study aims to fill that gap.
At a general level, evidence from Thong et al. (1996) , Bajwa et al. (1998), and Deloitte Consulting (2000) show that there are critical, positive relationships between IT success, on the one hand, and top management support, quality services from external entities, and a clear business vision for IT adoption, on the other. As noted above, findings of this kind in the context of ERP systems are scare, and it is also likely that different systems will produce differing results or interpretations. For example, Bajwa et al. (1998) investigated the impacts of top management support and external expertise (vendor/consultant support) on the success of Executive Information Systems (EIS) and reported that these factors had no direct effects on EIS success. In contrary, Thong et al. (1996) found that both factors were crucial for the success of IT implementations in the context of small businesses. They went on to suggest that when assessing the success of IT in small business organizations, the availability of high quality external IS expertise was more important than support from top managers. With respect to the impact of the three aforementioned contingency factors on ERP system benefits, value, or success, the vast majority of insights seemed to be primarily based upon descriptive write-ups and interviews in case studies usually conducted at the software implementation phases (e.g., Bingi et al., 1999; Davenport, 1998; Westrup and Knight, 2000) . Once again, empirical data that is readily verifiable in different contexts are needed as this may also offer a basis for comparative studies in the future.
What practical implications does this study offer? ERP practitioners may benefit from knowing which contingency factors to pay more attention to (at least, of those considered in this research). Practitioners may also want to know the answers to the following: Would ERP success be higher when top management support exists (and is sustained) in the adopting organization? Which is more important for higher ERP success: is it proper articulation of ERP acquisitions vis-à-vis business vision, or top management support? Is the engagement of quality external expertise more important than top management support for ERP initiatives? Answers to the foregoing questions will be useful for management. In addressing the issues, this research draws from two theoretical frameworks, i.e., the Contingency Theory (CT) (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967 ) and Attewell's (1992) theory of technology diffusion and organizational learning, which other researchers (e.g., Thong et al., 1996; Bajwa et al., 1998; Wang and Chen, 2006) have used in comparing the impact of top management support and external expertise on IS/IT success in organizations. In brief, the CT posits that organizational effectiveness (ERP success or effectiveness in this instance) can result from the matching of contingency factors (i.e., internal or external) to organizational characteristics. To some degree, Attewell (1992) seems to be complementing CT with the view that organizational effectiveness can be enhanced when barriers related to gaps in know-how, knowledge, and support are bridged when organizations adopt new technologies.
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: Section 2 provides a review of the relevant literature and the formulation of the hypotheses. Section 3 describes the research methodology. Section 4 presents the data analysis. The discussions and conclusion of the research are presented in Section 5.
Background Literature and Hypotheses
Studies (e.g., Thong et al., 1996) investigating the effects of comparable contingency factors or constructs to the ones considered in this research built upon the work of Attewell (1992) . The conceptual model developed by Thong et al. (1996) included the effects of top management support and external IS expertise on IS effectiveness (success) (see Figure 1 ).
Top management support
External IS expertise IS effectiveness Figure 1 . The Conceptual Model by Thong et al. (1996) The research framework (Figure 2 ) for this study extends the Thong et al.'s (1996) ERP system success measurement ERP success here is similar to IS success or effectiveness in Thong et al. (1996) and is different from ERP implementation success. Essentially, ERP success refers to the utilization of such systems to enhance organizational goals (Thong et al., 1996; Gable et al., 2003) . This definition excludes the technical installations success of such systems (Martin, 1998) wherein the measurement indicators include cost overruns, project management metrics, time estimate, etc. (Martin, 1998; Markus and Tanis, 2000; Yu, 2005) . Of note, some researchers have discussed the value, benefit, or success of ERP systems using financial indicators or vis-à-vis organizational performance (e.g., Poston and Grabski, 2001; Nicolaou, 2004) ; this study did not operationalize ERP success using financial parameters owing to the inherent limitations in that approach. DeLone and McLean (1992, p.74) note that "MIS academic researchers have tended to avoid performance measures (except in laboratory studies) because of the difficulty of isolating the effect of the I/S effort from other effects which influence organizational performance."
Given that ERP systems are a different class of IT systems, it is therefore important for a specialized success measurement framework or model to be used when measuring the success of such systems. To that end, Gable et al. (2003) developed an ERP system success measurement model that redefines the dimensions in the widely cited IS success model. In short, Gable and colleagues eliminated (through multi-stage data collection and statistical analysis) the Use and User satisfaction dimensions in the framework. Arguments against dropping them are also available in the literature (see Ifinedo, 2006b ). The retained ERP success dimensions in Gable and colleagues' model are system quality, information quality, individual impact, and organizational impact. Through literature reviews and case studies, Ifinedo (2006a, b) and Ifinedo and Nahar (2006) proposed an extended ERP system success measurement model to include workgroup impact [WI] not included in the Gable et al. model . These researchers argue that any ERP success measurement model should include a dimension related to WI because ERP systems are often adopted to enhance efficient cross-functional operations (Davenport, 2000; Klaus et al., 2000) . Here, "workgroup" refers to 
Top management support refers to the extent to which top managers in the organization provide direction, authority, and resources during and after the acquisitions of IT systems, including ERP systems. Conventional wisdom suggests that when top managers support an IT project publicly, other organizational members usually interpret such moves positively and act accordingly. For example, support from top executives at Elf Atochem during its adoption of an ERP system ensured positive outcomes with the software for the organization (Davenport, 1998) . Conversely, a lack of support from top managers for an IT application could spell disaster for that software (Ein-Dor and Segev, 1978; Igbaria, 1990) . With regard to ERP systems, a large body of literature has identified top management support as a critical success factor for ERP projects (e.g., Davenport, 1998; Bingi et al., 1999; Somers and Nelson, 2004) . In fact, top management support is relevant for the overall success of the software at the post-implementation stages as well (Ifinedo, 2006a) . ERP implementation success is high when seamless support and commitment from top executives for the various departments and functions in the organization is visible (Davenport, 1998; Somers and Nelson, 2004; Nandhakumar et al., 2005) . According to Bingi et al. (1999) , "The success of a major project like an ERP implementation completely hinges on the strong, sustained commitment of top management. This commitment when percolated down through the organizational levels results in an overall organizational commitment." Put differently, top executives need provide direction, participate in the process, show support for all the entities in the organization, and ensure that organizational members are satisfied with the changes that they make for new system (Davenport, 1998; Krumbholz and Maiden, 2001; Nandhakumar et al., 2005) . Suffice it to say that when the level of support and commitment from top management is seen to be high, it is logical to expect the success of the system to be high as well (e.g., Davenport, 1998; . Indeed, Liang et al. (2007) found that top management participation and involvement is positively related to ERP usage, and is sometimes associated with ERP success . Following the foregoing discussions, it is predicted that:
H1:
The higher the top management support for an ERP initiative, the greater the ERP success.
Business vision
Business vision is the general expression of the overall purpose of the organization, which ideally reflects the expectations and values of the major stakeholders of the business organization (Johnson and Scholes, 1999) . For purposes of this study, two notions i.e., organizational mission and goals from the strategic management literature, are used to denote business vision. That said, many organizations purportedly adopt ERP to meet their organizational objectives (business vision) (Davenport, 1998 (Davenport, , 2000 Bingi et al., 1999) . The widely publicized reasons for ERP adoption include gaining strategic advantage, improving customer service, etc. (Davenport, 1998 (Davenport, , 2000 , which to some degree are a reflection of organizational objectives. Sadly, it has been observed that not all organizations are able to articulate their IT implementation strategy vis-à-vis overall business vision (e.g., Keen, 1993; Deloitte Consulting, 2000) . While some organizations have been able to align their purposes for ERP systems adoption with their business intents, some others have not been able to make the link, and have been known to jump on the bandwagon of IT systems, including ERP adoption, without a clear and defendable rationale (Keen, 1993; Davenport, 2000) .
Researchers (e.g., Markus and Tanis, 2000; Yu, 2005) have stressed that an ERP is more than just another IT system for the adopting firm. It is important for organizations to have a clear understanding as to how ERP adoption supports their business vision (Markus and Tanis, 2000) . The earlier the adopting organizations come to grips with this fact, the better for them (Attewell, 1992; Keen, 1993; Davenport, 2000) . According to Davenport (2000) , companies with a desire to implement ERP must be clear about their strategic intent before embarking on such an exercise. He notes: "In the same category of "things that need to be settled beforehand if you're going to get value from an [ERP] is the notion of strategic clarity -certainty as to what business the company is in …" (Davenport, 2000, p. 47) . It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the success levels of IT systems, including ERP that has not been properly linked with overall organizational objectives, are abysmally low (Deloitte Consulting, 2000) . In other words, the high failure rates of ERP project are high in organizations that are unable to clearly see how the system's adoption support their organizational goals and mission (Deloitte Consulting, 2000; Davenport, 2000) . It can be argued that when an organization is able to properly articulate the link between its ERP acquisition and business vision, positive outcomes and the overall success of software will be higher than in instances where the system is acquired without any defendable rationale. Thus, it is hypothesized: H2: ERP adoption that supports organization's business vision will lead to greater success of the software.
External expertise
External expertise refers to the extent to which external mediating entities such as vendors and consultants provide knowledge, training, maintenance, and other technical support to the adopting organization. For purposes of this study, vendors and consultants were classified under external expertise because the study by Sedera et al. (2003) investigating the influence of knowledge management on ERP success reported that items used to represent each construct or factor loaded together. In the same vein, others (e.g., Bajwa et al., 1998) grouped together both vendors and consultants. It has to be noted also that sometimes some ERP vendors perform the consulting role as well (Poston and Grabski, 2001 ). This much is true: vendors and consultants are critically important for ERP initiatives as adopting organizations often do not have the expertise and personnel for implementing such systems (Attewell, 1992; Markus and Tanis, 2000, Davenport, 2000) . According to Markus and Tanis (2000) and Wang and Chen, (2006) , competent providers of ERP systems (i.e., external expertise) do not only train clients during the systems' implementations, but also possess a wealth of experience used in guiding and nurturing the adopting organization. During ERP initiatives, organizations do not only expect knowledge to be transferred and support provided, they are also keen on having cooperative, trustworthy and credible partners (Markus and Tanis 2000; Gefen, Ko et al., 2005; Westrup and Knight, 2007) .
Even though conventional wisdom suggests that external expertise is important for organizations when implementing or adopting new technologies (Attewell, 1992; Thong et al., 1996) , a study by Bajwa et al. (1998) suggested the contrary, which the researchers aptly noted might have resulted from contextual influences. Notwithstanding, the majority of studies in the IS literature, including those by Thong et al. (1996) has shown that when the level of external expertise is high, the success level of the adopted IT systems tends to be high. Regarding ERP systems, Sedera et al. (2003) found that external expertise is strongly related to ERP success, a result that was also affirmed in Wang and Chen (2006) . Overall, the impacts of ERP system on the individuals, sub-units, and the entire organization are reported to be positive when quality vendors/consultants having favorable attributes, i.e., credibility, cooperative, etc. are engaged (Gefen and Ridings, 2002; Gefen, 2004; Ko et al., 2005) . Conversely, the adopting organization and its member may not be able to obtain the necessary support when a low quality external expertise is engaged. As a consequence, the benefits from the acquired system may suffer. Thus, it is hypothesized:
H3:
The higher the quality of external expertise for an ERP initiative, the greater the ERP success
Research Methodology

Data collection
This study sampled firms generated from sources including local contacts, ERP User Groups, and published lists of top enterprises in Finland and Estonia (e.g., Online database of Finnish companies: http://www.yritysopas.com/ and Estonian Chamber of Commerce and Industry Directory 2006: http://mail.koda.ee/ektk/koda_eng). The focus was on private organizations in the two countries because it is believed the adoption of ERP systems might be more widespread there than in public sector organizations (Laukkanen et al., 2005) . Both countries are culturally similar and have organizations with a record of ERP acquisitions (Ifinedo, 2006b ). Soh et al. (2000) suggest national culture might have a bearing on ERP initiatives. Although our data comes from two countries, the homogenous nature of the sample on a major differentiator, namely, cross-national cultural differences, is assured.
The unit of analysis of this study was at the firm level; thus, only key organizational informants including senior and unit managers (some of their job titles are provided below) received a packet consisting of a cover letter, questionnaire, and a self-addressed, stamped envelope. Research shows that these groups of respondents are among the most knowledgeable informants regarding ERP success in organizations . Participating firms were chosen by the researcher's ability to obtain contact addresses for key organizational personnel. 350 firms in Finland and 120 in Estonia were contacted. About 60% of the mailings included only one questionnaire; the rest, 40%, of the mailings had two questionnaires. It was decided that multiple respondents from one organization would enhance the validity of the study as a common source bias would be minimized. In instances where we sent out two questionnaires, the recipients were instructed to give one of the questionnaires to an appropriate person within their organization. The subjects were encouraged to present views representative of their organization. To ensure that organization-wide perspectives are being reflected, the questions in the questionnaire were posed appropriately (see the Appendix). To ensure data validity and reliability, four knowledgeable individuals (i.e., 2 IS faculty, 1 ERP consultant and 1 ERP managerial level user) completed the questionnaire before our mailing it, and their comments helped improve its quality. It was noticed that for firms with more than one respondent, the responses on key issues were comparable; this enhances the validity of the responses from such firms as well as our data in general.
Instrument development
The measures used were taken from previously validated sources and were anchored on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (7), on which participants were asked to indicate an appropriate choice. Top management support was assessed with the following statements: "Top management supports the adoption and use of our ERP system", "The different departments are of equal importance to top management", "Employees are happy with the changes that top management decides on ERP issues", and "Top management freely share information in our organization." These items came from Krumbholz and Maiden (2001) . Business vision was assessed by the following: "Our ERP system supports our business goals" and "Our ERP system supports our business mission." These measures were taken from the discussions from Davenport (2000) and Deloitte Consulting (2000) . The dependent construct of ERP system success was operationalized using 25 measures (i.e., 5 per dimension), which were adapted from Gable at al. (2003) and (Ifinedo, 2006a) . The construct reliabilities of the measures as assessed by Cronbach alphas are high (see the Appendix), and compare with recommended values in the literature (Nunnally, 1978) . Descriptive statistics of the research constructs are shown in Table 1 . The sample The overall response rate was 9.5% (44 firms) when combined for the two countries, namely, 29 firms for Finland and 15 for Estonia. In total, we received 62 individual responses: 39 from Finland and 23 from Estonia, of which there were 26 (42%) top-level management and 36 (58%) mid-level management responses. The job titles included chief executive officer, chief information officer, chief accountant, IT manager and finance manager. There were 35 (56.5%) men and 27 (43.5%) women in our sample. On average, they had 9 years of work experience in their respective organizations. Of the respondents, 40% had college degrees, and 43 (69.3%) were aged between 31 and 50 years. Of the 62 respondents, 33.9% had SAP in their organizations, 14.5% had Movex, 9.6% had Scala, 8.1% had Hansa, and the remaining 33.9% had other mid-market ERP (including Concorde, Nova, etc.). The responses were received from diverse industries, including manufacturing, financial services, logistics, automobile, and retail businesses. The annual turnover of the firms in the sample ranged from €1 million to a little over €2 billion, with €19 million as the median. The sample included small, medium-sized, and large firms, 21 (33.9%), 21 (33.9%), and 20 (32.2%), respectively. The majority of the participants came from retail/warehouse and manufacturing firms and almost all the firms implemented their ERP between 1998 and 2002. It can be inferred from this information that the participants distinguished between ERP implementation success and ERP system success.
It is difficult to establish whether the firms in the sample are representative of the population of the firms in the two countries that have adopted ERP, since no demographic information on ERP adoption is available. However, the collected data is consistent with the studies in the region, for example, Laukkanen et al. (2005) show that ERP adoption in Finland is higher in the retail and manufacturing sectors, and that SAP is the most common ERP software among large firms in Finland, which is in line with the data. Finally, to assess whether the respondents reflect the sampling frame of ERP adopting firms in the two countries (i.e., nonresponse bias test), the approach proposed by Armstrong and Overton (1977) was used. Essentially, early and late respondents in the study are compared on key organizational characteristics such as size, industry type, year of ERP adoption, and ERP type. The results of the chi-square tests (significant at < 0.05) showed there were no significant differences along these key characteristics.
Data Analysis
A structural equation modeling (SEM) technique was used to examine the relationships among the constructs. SEM is a multivariate data analysis technique that contains mechanisms that eliminate measurement errors in the observed variables. There are two main approaches: PLS (Partial Least Squares) and covariance-based SEM. The PLS approach was chosen for its capability to accommodate small-sized samples (Chin, 1998) . Additionally, PLS recognizes two components of a casual model: the measurement model and the structural model. The measurement model consists of relationships among the factors of interest (i.e., the observed variables) and the measures underlying each construct. PLS demonstrates the construct validity of the research instrument (i.e. how well the instrument measures what it purports to measure). The two main dimensions are the convergent validity and the discriminant validity. The convergent validity (also known as the composite reliability) assesses the extent to which items on a scale are theoretically related. On the other hand, the structural model provides information on how well the hypothesized relationships predict the theoretical model. PLS software e.g. PLS Graph 3.0, provides the squared multiple correlations (R 2 ) for each endogenous construct in the model and the path coefficients. The R 2 indicates the percentage of a construct's variance in the model while the path coefficients (β) indicate the strengths of relationships between constructs (Chin, 1998) . Unlike other software (e.g. LISREL) used in covariance-based SEM, PLS Graph 3.0 does not generate a single goodness-of-fit metric for the entire model. Chin (1998) Assessing the measurement model PLS Graph 3.0 computed the composite reliability of each construct and also showed the item loading (Appendix 1). Fornell and Larcker (1981) note that item loadings and composite reliabilities greater than 0.7 are considered adequate. In assessing the discriminant validity, the square root of the average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct, which provides a measure of the variance shared between a construct and its indicators, is checked. Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Chin (1998) recommend AVE values of at least 0.50 and that the square root of AVE should be larger than off-diagonal elements. The results in Table 2 indicate that in no case was there any correlation between the constructs greater than the squared root of AVE (the leading diagonal). This suggests that the study's measures are distinct and unidimensional. In summary, the convergent and discriminant validity of the data are psychometrically adequate for this study (Chin, 1998) . 
Assessing the structural model
The paths coefficients (β) and the R 2 were generated by PLS Graph 3.0 and are shown in Figure  3 . The R 2 is 0.17, which suggests that the contingency factors explained 17% of the variance in the ERP success construct. This is adequate for a study of this nature, and indicates that the results in general are supportive of the research model. The test of the significance of the paths (t-value results) is done using the bootstrapping procedure that generated 200 sub-samples with 0 cases (Chin, 1998) . To that end, the data provides support for all the hypotheses, although it is easy to notice the varying levels of significance in the paths. In brief, the relationship between external expertise and ERP success yielded the strongest result, whereas the effect of the impact of top management support on ERP success yielded the least significance. The β and t-value results are shown in Table 3 , and the discussions on the findings are presented in the next section. 
Discussions and conclusion
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between three contingency factors, i.e., top management support, business vision, and external expertise, on the one hand, and ERP system success, on the other. The three contingencies are offered here as illustrative rather than exhaustive examples. That said, the result showed that when top management support is high for an ERP initiative, the success level of the software in the adopting organization is also high (H1). What this information is suggesting is that support, commitment, authority, and direction from top management for the software and for the various people affected by the system's acquisition is necessary in ensuring overall success with the software. In the context of the study, this result permits the suggestion that ERP success would continue to be enhanced not only at the implementation phases, but at latter stages in the software's lifecycle as long as top management support and commitment is high. Conversely, overall benefits of ERP system may be low in situations where top management support is either low or nonexistent. This information with respect to ERP systems success evaluations is welcoming in light of some of the results in the literature. For example, the finding in Bajwa et al. (1998) showed no direct relationship between top management support and EIS success. It is a known fact that EIS is mainly used by top executives; against this backdrop, one may argue that this group of organizational actors will not find it difficult to support the application, and any success evaluation made for it. On the hand, ERP systems' use permeates the entire organization and for the software to be successful at all stages, the support of top organizational actors is required (Davenport, 1998; Bingi et al., 1999) .
This study provides insight into how properly understood ERP acquisitions vis-à-vis business vision could impact the overall success of the software for adopting organizations. The empirical result here suggests that where ERP adoption supports organizational goals and mission, the success levels of the system tend to be high. In other words, an organization that knows how an ERP acquisition can help it realize organizational objectives will profit from the exercise, and those that are unable to understand such concerns may be confronted with lower levels of success with their software, and may be on the path for a failed ERP project (Deloitte Consulting, 2000) . Regarding the effect of external expertise on ERP success, the data analysis indicated a very strong relationship between the two constructs. This suggests that quality external expertise is critical for the success of ERP. The study affirms that the systems' benefits and impacts tend to be rated highly when quality vendors/consultants are engaged (Gefen and Ridings, 2002; Gefen, 2004; Ko et al., 2005) . The result shows that the effect of external expertise on ERP success for adopting organizations is more important than the two other factors. To some extent, this information can be interpreted to mean that the engagement of quality external sources of expertise (i.e., vendors/consultants) for ERP acquisitions can compensate for an organization's inability to fully understand how the software supports its business vision (i.e., organizational goals and mission) and where top managers show low support for the software. Two possible explanations are put forward in support of the foregoing proposition: a) Attewell's (1992) theory implies that the diffusion (and subsequent success) of complex IT systems hinges upon the elimination of knowledge barriers between the adopting organization and the providers of the software. It is logical to expect that organizational members would want to attach more importance to the external sources of expertise that are capable of providing them with the knowledge and support needed for getting the most out of the acquired systems, b) Also, vendors and consultants of specialized, complex systems such as ERP are usually versed about how their products can be used to support business objectives across vast number of industries (Klaus et al., 2000; Davenport, 2000; Deloitte Consulting, 2000) , and may provide such information to organizational members, including top managers who may in turn use it for organizational planning purposes. Simply put, the availability of quality external expertise may be sufficient for organizations wishing to know how ERP systems can be used to support organizational objectives. In short, it may not be sufficient for an organization wishing to achieve higher success levels with its ERP to solicit support from its top executives throughout the systems lifecycle or have an understanding of how the software acquisition will support its organizational objectives; the empiric finding here is indicating that the engagement of quality external expertise is by far the most important factor to consider for such matters.
Limitations of the study
There are inherent limitations to this study. As indicated above, this study's sample is not random, nor can personal bias be ruled out in instances where a single informant presented an average view for his or her respective organization. In view of the four constructs used in the research framework, a sample size of 62 is statistically sufficient for analysis (Chin, 1998) ; however, for the purpose of multi-group analysis, a larger sample size might have been more useful. This study is from the viewpoint of private firms; as a result, it may not be possible to generalize the findings to public sector organizations. The research did not provide any information as to how regional contextual factors might influence its findings. This is not a major concern as other ERP studies from the study's region that consider the issue have appeared in the literature (see e.g., Nandhakumar et al., 2005; Laukkanen et al., 2005; Ifinedo, 2006a) . The study did not control for the types of ERP used by the participating firms. The sample comprised of mixed ERP software, including top-brands (e.g., SAP and Oracle) and mid-market products (e.g., Scala, and Nova). It is likely that the heterogeneous nature of the ERP systems used might be problematic. Finally, the study used perceptual measures to operationalize ERP success; objective measures (i.e., profit and productivity indicators) might present differing insights. Finally, a more refined ERP success measurement model may be needed.
Implications of the study
The results of this research provide implications to both the practitioners and researchers communities alike. With regard to practice, there are several implications. Firstly, support of top managers for ERP initiatives is important in enhancing the overall success of the software. Therefore, to increase the prospects of having a successful ERP acquisition in which the expectations of individuals, workgroups or departments, and the entire organization are adequately met, top managers must offer their support and commitment for their ERP projects both at the implementation and post-implementation phases. It may not be sufficient to show support during the implementation phase and adopt a hands-off approach at latter stages in the software's lifecycle as has been reported in some studies (see e.g., Nandhakumar et al., 2005) . To ensure greater levels of ERP success, management must continually show support for the software and pay attention to all the affected departments in the organization. Secondly, corporate managers must be explicit about the values they want from ERP vis-à-vis corporate mission and operational goals. The data shows that where such objectives were well-entrenched, the overall success with the software was higher. Thirdly, management wishing to enhance the success levels of their ERP software needs to know that engaging high quality providers of the software would augur well for them in the long term. Fourthly, even though top management support and the knowledge of how ERP adoption can help meet business vision are important factors for enhancing ERP success for adopting organizations, the role and expertise of external providers of the software can make up for the other two contingency factors.
This study offers insights for research and theory development as well. First, in some respects, the present effort answers the call made by researchers to extend ERP studies to other aspects and opens up a new line of inquiry especially for post-implementation issues of ERP. Second, the study posits and confirms that organizational contingency factors of top management support, business vision with respect to goals and mission, and external expertise positively impact ERP system success. Furthermore, this study is among the first to conceptualize such relationships for ERP systems. Third, the study's findings deepen our understanding regarding the impact of the three contingency factors for ERP success and complement the growing body of knowledge in this area. In that regard, the following facts are reinforced: a) As highlighted in the literature (Ein-Dor and Segev, 1978; Igbaria, 1990; Thong et al., 1996) , top management support is an important requirement for IT system implementations in general and for ERP systems in particular (e.g., Dong, 2001; Bingi et al., 1999; Davenport, 1998 Davenport, , 2000 Somers and Nelson, 2004; Liang et al., 2007) , b) Having clarity about ERP adoption vis-à-vis business vision positively impacts the overall success of the software (Davenport, 2000; Deloitte Consulting, 2000; Stefanou, 2001) , c) The engagement of high quality external expertise is a necessity for successful ERP initiatives (Westrup and Knight, 2000, Markus and Tanis, 2000; Gefen and Ridings, 2002; Gefen, 2004; Ko et al., 2005; Wand and Chen, 2007) . Importantly, as per the Contingency Theory, the research shows that ERP success (effectiveness) is positively enhanced by the contingency factors chosen for this study, and the match between quality external expertise and ERP success yields the best outcome. Overall, the study's results may serve as a base in developing a contingency theory for ERP system success.
Future study
Future studies may replicate this effort with slight modifications. Other research approaches, including case studies, may permit deeper insights and should be considered in future studies. Wherever possible, researchers should endeavor to investigate the use of homogeneous ERP systems. Research efforts could examine the effects of other contingency factors such as organizational culture and structure on ERP system success. A large data sample should be sought. In this study, the views of only top-and mid-level professionals were solicited; future research could consider lower level employees' viewpoints. Future studies could investigate the themes here using other enterprise systems, e.g., CRM. Such an exercise would increase our knowledge about the impact of relevant contingency factors on complex IT systems and would serve the adopters of such systems well regarding the sorts of factors to pay attention to in order to enhance the success or effectiveness levels of such systems. Given that the study underscores the relative importance of external expertise over the other factors, it would be useful if future studies investigated what the qualities and attributes of a good provider of external expertise are. Also, efforts could aim at discussing the theme from the perspective of organizational size. Lastly, future endeavors could compare and contrast the impacts of the selected contingencies on ERP system success with the success of non-ERP systems; a comparative study of this nature would be enlightening. 
